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CHAPTER 3

County, borders Madison County to the east and serves as
its nearest regional population center. Butte, an urban area
with less than 40,000 people located in Silver Bow County,
sits northeast of Dillon, and is the nearest population center
for many living in Beaverhead County.

Madison County is a large, sparsely populated county oc-
cupying 3,603 square miles (2,305,920 acres) with no cities
greater than 1,000 in population. A significant share of
Madison County’s work force commutes out of the county
to work. In 2000 over 15 percent of all labor earnings by
workers in Madison County were earned at places of em-
ployment outside of the county. The county’s most signifi-
cant underlying industry is the travel industry, but it also
has a sizeable agricultural sector.

Beaverhead County is even larger in size than Madison
County, occupying 5,572 square miles (3,566,080 acres) and
also very sparsely populated. Its largest city is Dillon with
nearly 3,800 people. The county’s underlying industry de-
pendencies include production agriculture, the travel indus-
try, and Federal and State government – the latter including
Western Montana College of the University of Montana lo-
cated in Dillon. The largest landowner in the planning area
is the U.S. Forest Service with nearly 2.2 million acres—38
percent of the total land area of nearly 5.85 million acres
and almost two and one half times greater than BLM acre-
age in the two counties. Private lands account for 1.2 mil-
lion acres, followed by approximately 900,000 acres of BLM
lands about 500,000 acres of lands under jurisdiction of the
State of Montana. Table 1 in Chapter 1 details land owner-
ship by county.

Economic conditions and trends in counties with relatively
small populations can be greatly affected by close proxim-
ity to moderate-size cities. Counties of this size in more iso-
lated rural areas with no nearby population centers tend to

follow economic paths almost exclusively dictated by trends
in their major underlying industries, like agriculture or min-
ing. Likewise, if population and employment growth is rela-
tively high in a nearby regional population center, this can
translate into higher population growth in nearby closely-
linked rural counties. Bozeman and Gallatin County are rela-
tively fast-growing, with county-wide population increas-
ing from 42,865 in 1980 to 50,484 in 1990, and to more
than 71,000 in 2002. In contrast, Butte and Silver Bow
County are losing population with county-wide population
falling from 38,092 in 1980 to 33,400 in 2002. So, growth
pressure on nearby Madison County emanating from growth
in nearby Bozeman is largely absent from Beaverhead
County where nearby Butte is actually losing population.
Madison County has additional growth pressure because of
its close proximity to a growing resort area – Big Sky - and
to Yellowstone National Park. Many non-metro areas in the
West nearby major national parks are seeing sharply higher
population growth in recent years.

PERSONAL INCOME GROWTH AND CHANGE
Personal income is all income received by individuals and
households from all sources. There are three major sources:
(1) labor earnings or income from the workplace, (2) in-
vestment income, or income received by individuals in the
form of rent, dividends, or interest earnings, and (3) trans-
fer payment income or income largely received as Social
Security retirement and disability income or Medicare and
Medicaid payments.

In both Beaverhead and Madison Counties, labor earnings
are the largest source of income, accounting for 57 percent
of all income in Beaverhead County in 2000, about 50 per-
cent of all income in Madison County. This is a relatively
low proportion of personal income, especially in Madison
County compared to Montana as a whole where labor earn-
ings account for over 60 percent of all income.

Table 47 
Cities and Towns in Madison and Beaverhead Counties 

1990 - 2000 
1980 1990 2000 no. % 

Madison County 5,448 5,989 6,851 862 +14.4% 

Ennis  660  773  840  67 +8.7% 
Sheridan  646  652  659  7 +1.1% 
Twin Bridges  437  374  400  26 +7.0% 
Virginia City  192  142  130 - 12 -8.5% 

Beaverhead County 8,186 8,424 9,202 778 +9.2% 

Dillon 3,976 4,001 3,752 -249 -6.2% 
Lima  272  265  242 - 23 -8.7% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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